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General Education and Philosophy at GVSU 
DE\V'EY HOITENGA 
Last August the fourth freshman class entered Grand Valley under the new 
General Education Program. It would seem rather early, therefore, to raise some 
more than minor questions about the program. Four years, however, have perhaps 
given us sufficient experience and distance from the establishment of the program 
to warrant consideration of some possible changes. I have decided, at any rate, that 
it is not too early for us to begin discussing the program and hope what follows will 
be a start in that direction. 
I write to express two concerns: how the program looks as a whole, and what has 
happened in it to my own subject, philosophy. I hope others will join the discussion, 
either responding to these concerns or raising some of their own. 
The Program as a Whole 
As some of my colleagues who developed the program will recall from my discus-
sions with them at the time, I wondered right from the start about the four major 
categories into which the program is divided: the College Section, the Arts and 
Humanities, the Natural Sciences, and the Social Sciences. It is even clearer to me 
now than it was then that these categories taken as a whole invite confusion and 
misunderstanding. The trouble stems from there being no consistent principle by 
which the course requirements are organized under them. As I hope to show, the 
College Section is the chief offender. 
\\'nat do I mean by a consistent principle? I mean a single, evident idea by which 
the courses students are required to take are divided into major classifications or 
what I have just referred to as categories. I think there are only a very few such prin-
ciples available. At one point in The Closing of the American .Mind, Alan Bloom 
briefly reviews three such ideas (342-347). Whatever you may think of Bloom's book 
in general or his proposal for general education in particular, you will perhaps agree 
that his three principles are about the only plausible ideas available for organizing a 
program in general education. Each of them, at any rate, if strictly adhered to, can be 
used by itself to secure a coherent set of course requirements. 
On the first principle, a student would be required to study the basic ideas, 
methods and knowledge in the generally recognized divisions of the modern 
American university: the humanities, the social sciences, and the natural sciences. 
"The reigning ideology here is breadth .... The courses here are almost always the 
already existing introductory courses" (342). This approach not only requires 
breadth, it also manifests simplicity. Every major field of learning has its introduc-
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l m o s t  a l w a y s  t h e  
H  o n l y  r e q u i r e s  
h a s  i t s  i n t r o d u c -
t o r y  . c o u r s e ;  e v e r y  s t u d e n t  w h o  s t u d i e s  e v e r y  m a j o r  f i e l d  o f  l e a r n i n g  a t  i t s  i n t r o d u c -
t o r y  b a c c a l a u r e a t e  l e v e l  a c q u i r e s  t h e  b a s i c  k n o w l e d g e  t a u g h t  i n  t h e  m o d e r n  u n i v e r -
s i t y .  
A s  a  f e w  o f  u s  f a c u l t y  a n d  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  r e m e m b e r  w i t h  s o m e  e x c i t e m e n t  a n d  
n o s t a l g i a ,  t h i s  w a s  t h e  a p p r o a c h  G r a n d  V a l l e y  f o l l o w e d  i n  i t s  " F o u n d a t i o n  P r o g r a m "  
d u r i n g  t h e  e a r l y  y e a r s  o f  i t s  e x i s t e n c e .  E v e r y  s t u d e n t  e n t e r i n g  a s  a  f r e s h m a n  h a d  t o  
t a k e  9  c o u r s e s  ( 3  p e r  t e r m  o n  a  q u a r t e r  s y s t e m ) :  I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  E n g l i s h ,  T h e  C l a s s i -
c a l  W o r l d  ( h i s t o r y ) ,  I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  P h i l o s o p h y ,  P r o b l e m s  o f  M o d e r n  A m e r i c a n  
S o c i e t y  ( p o l i t i c a l  s c i e n c e ) ,  I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  C o l l e g e  M a t h e m a t i c s ,  F o u n d a t i o n s  o f  L i f e  
( b i o l o g y ) ,  F r o n t i e r s  o f  S c i e n c e  ( p h y s i c s  a n d  c h e m i s t r y ) ,  a n d  t w o  t e r m s  o f  a  f o r e i g n  
l a n g u a g e .  T o  t h i s  F o u n d a t i o n  P r o g r a m  w a s  a d d e d  a  d i s t r i b u t i o n  r e q u i r e m e n t  i n  t h e  
f i e l d s  o f  l e a r n i n g  o u t s i d e  t h e  s t u d e n t ' s  m a j o r ,  t o  b e  m e t  d u r i n g  s u b s e q u e n t  y e a r s .  
T h e  F o u n d a t i o n  P r o g r a m  m a d e  f o r  a  l i v e l y  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c o m m u n i t y :  e v e r y  s t u d e n t  
k n e w  w h a t  e v e r y  o t h e r  s t u d e n t  w a s  s t u d y i n g ,  a n d  e v e r y  p r o f e s s o r  c o u l d  a s s u m e  t h a t  
a l l  t h e  s t u d e n t s  t a k i n g  f u r t h e r  c o u r s e s  i n  h i s  o r  h e r  o w n  f i e l d  h a d  b e e n  p r e p a r e d  i n  
t h e  s a m e  b a s i c  w a y .  B u t  t h e  s i m p l i c i t y  o f  t h o s e  d a y s ,  w i t h  i t s  c o m m o n  f u n d  o f  b a s i c  
i d e a s  a m o n g  s t u d e n t s  a n d  f a c u l t y  a l i k e ,  l i k e  e v e r y  G o l d e n  A g e ,  i s  n o  d o u b t  g o n e  
f o r e v e r .  
O n  t h e  s e c o n d  p r i n c i p l e  ( f o l l o w i n g  n ! o o m ) ,  t h e  s t u d e n t  w o u l d  b e  r e q u i r e d  t o  
p u r s u e  a  n u m b e r  o f  " c o m p o s i t e  c o u r s e s "  w h i c h  a r e  u s u a l l y ,  b u t  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y ,  
p r o d u c e d  b y  a  " c o l l a b o r a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s o r s  d r a w n  f r o m  s e v e r a l  d e p a r t m e n t s . "  
B l o o m  i l l u s t r a t e s :  " T h e s e  c o u r s e s  h a v e  t i t l e s  l i k e  ' M a n  i n  N a t u r e , '  ' W a r  a n d  M o r a l  
R e s p o n s i b i l i t y , '  ' 1 h e  A r t s  a n d  C r e a t i v i t y , '  ' C u l t u r e  a n d  t h e  I n d i v i d u a l . ' "  W h a t  i s  t h e  
\ ; : : l l u e  o f  s u c h  c o u r s e s ?  B l o o m  s t a t e s  i t  n i c e l y :  " T h e y  h a v e  t h e  c l e a r  a d v a n t a g e  o f  r e -
q u i r i n g  s o m e  r e f l e c t i o n  o n  t h e  g e n e r a l  n e e d s  o f  s t u d e n t s  a n d  f o r c e  s p e c i a l i z e d  
p r o f e s s o r s  t o  b r o a d e n  t h e i r  p e r s p e c t i v e s ,  a t  l e a s t  f o r  a  m o m e n t "  ( 3 4 3 ) .  I n  o t h e r  
w o r d s ,  t h e y  p r o v i d e  a  r e m e d y  f o r  t h e  d i s c o n n e c t e d n e s s  b e t w e e n  t h e  f i e l d s  o f  l e a r n -
i n g  w h i c h  g e n e r a l l y  a t t e n d s  t h e  f i r s t  a p p r o a c h .  
S u c h  i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  c o u r s e s  d o  n o t  o f f e r  t h e  o n l y  w a y  t o  a c c o m p l i s h  t h i s ,  
h o w e v e r .  B l o o m ' s  t h i r d  ( a n d  h i s  o w n  p r e f e r r e d )  a p p r o a c h ,  t h a t  o f  s t u d y i n g  t h e  
G r e a t  B o o k s ,  w i l l  a l s o  s e r v e .  F o r  n e a r l y  e v e r y  o n e  o f  t h e  G r e a t  B o o k s  s t r e t c h e s  
b e y o n d  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  a  s p e c i a l i z e d  d i s c i p l i n e ,  a s  a  g l a n c e  a t  a n y  l i s t  o f  t h e m  w i l l  
r e v e a l .  T h a t  i s  b e c a u s e ,  a s  B l o o m  p u t s  i t ,  t h e y  a s k  a n d  a t t e m p t  t o  a n s w e r  o n e  o r  m o r e  
o f  t h e  " b i g  q u e s t i o n s . "  I n  h i s  L i b e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  M a r k  V a n  D o r e n  ( f o r  a n  e a r l i e r  
g e n e r a t i o n )  p u t  t h e  p o i n t  a s  f o l l o w s :  " T e x t b o o k s  n e a t l y  c u t  a n d  s t u f f "  t h e  s u b j e c t  
m a t t e r ,  b u t  G r e a t  B o o k s  a r e  " b u r s t i n g  w i t h  c o n t e n t ,  a n d  a  c o n t e n t  w i t h  w h i c h  n o  
o t h e r  c a n  c o m p a r e  . . . .  T h e  G r e a t  B o o k s  a r e  a l l  d i f f e r e n t ,  y e t  t h e i r  h u m a n i t y  m a k e s  
t h e m  a l l  o n e "  ( 1 5 2 ;  1 5 7 ) .  \ \ ' h a t  i s  t h e  v a l u e  o f  t h i s  a p p r o a c h ?  T h e  G r e a t  B o o k s  o f f e r  a  
r e m e d y  f o r  t h e  c h i e f  u n h a p p y  t e n d e n c y  o f  t h e  " c o m p o s i t e  c o u r s e "  a p p r o a c h ,  w h i c h  
i s  ( i n  B l o o m ' s  w o r d s )  " t r e n d i n e s s ,  m e r e  p o p u l a r i z a t i o n ,  a n d  l a c k  o f  s u b s t a n t i v e  r i g o r "  
( 3 4 3 ) .  
L o o k ,  n o w ,  a t  G r a n d  V a l l e y ' s  c u r r e n t  G e n e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  P r o g r a m .  I t s  f o u r  m a i n  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e l · i e w  ·  5 5  
categories fly in the face of a consistent principle of organization. \Vhile three of 
them, Arts and Humanities, Social Sciences, and Natural Sciences, offer a recog-
nizable attempt to require study in the major fields of learning, the "College Section" 
seems to be a miscellaneous catch-all, inviting both overlap with and expropriation 
from the other three. And that is largely just what turns out to have happened. One 
of its subdivisions (Group C) is the History of Western Civilization, a group that the 
College Section has taken from Humanities, where history is generally located; 
another is Logical and Mathematical Quantitative Reasoning (Group A), in which 
most of the courses (mathematics) are taken from Natural Sciences, but one (logic) is 
taken from Humanities. 
That leaves two other subdivisions: Foreign Culture and Multicultural Approaches 
(Group B) and Critical Examination of Values and Ideas (Group D). Here, at last, 
given the scope of the headings, we might expect to find, perhaps, the "composite 
courses" of Bloom's second main approach. Some of the courses listed under these 
two groups may genuinely be interdisciplinary, but my guess is that most are not. I 
can vouch only for "War in the Nuclear Age," since I teach in it, that it is both interdis-
ciplinary and team taught (which seems to be the only proper way for an interdis-
ciplinary course to be taught these days, given the extreme specialization of most of 
us who teach in the modern university). If I am correct that many of the courses in 
Groups Band D are not really interdisciplinary, let alone team taught, why are they 
there? 
The courses in Group B (Foreign Culture and Multicultural Approaches) are there 
to provide an understanding and appreciation of the diversity of human cultures. 
That is a current and important concern. Indeed, we are this very year even more 
tuned in to the importance of multiculturalism than four years ago when the 
program was established. Perhaps, therefore, this theme needs a group of courses all 
by itself to see that something definite, conspicuous, and responsible is done. Still, 
why put such a group of courses in a category called the "College Section"? The label 
suggests that all the groups under the Arts and Humanities, the Social Sciences, and 
the Natural Sciences categories have something other or less than "college" status, 
which of course is erroneous. Furthermore, we do not even have a college 
anywhere in the university anymore, so what does the label mean? 
And what is supposed to be taught under the Critical Examination of Values and 
Major Ideas (Group D)? Many of the courses in Group D focus upon ethics, either 
directly or indirectly; but "Einstein's Universe" quite clearly does not. Does this 
course, then, together with one or two others, teach a "major idea"? If so, there are 
precious few "major ideas" identified as such that the General Education Program re-
quires students to study. But, of course, students are not even required to study such 
a major idea, since they can satisfy the Group D requirement by studying one of the 
courses in ethics. Conversely, they are not required to study ethics, since they can 
satisfy the requirement by completing "Einstein's Universe." 
In fact, there are many courses in the other three main categories that also teach 
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" m a j o r  i d e a s , "  s o  t h a t  h e r e  a g a i n  w e  h a v e  a  ( p a r t i a l )  h e a d i n g  u n d e r  t h e  C o l l e g e  S e c -
t i o n  w h i c h  e i t h e r  o v e r l a p s  w i t h  o t h e r  g r o u p s  i n  t h e  o t h e r  c a t e g o r i e s  o r  e : x - p r o p r i a t e s  
c o u r s e s  f r o m  t h e m  ( s u c h  a s  " E i n s t e i n ' s  U n i v e r s e , "  f r o m  P h y s i c a l  S c i e n c e s ,  G r o u p  A  
u n d e r  N a t u r a l  S c i e n c e s ) .  W h y  a r e  t h e r e  n o  c o u r s e s  i n  G r o u p  D  f r o m  t h e  a r t s ?  \ V h y  
n o n e  f r o m  l i t e r a t u r e ?  A r e  t h e s e  a r e a s  w i t h o u t  v a l u e s  a n d  m a j o r  i d e a s ?  T h e  s u g g e s -
t i o n  i s  l u d i c r o u s ;  y e t  t h a t  i s  j u s t  w h a t  l a b e l i n g  o n e  g r o u p  i n  t h e  C o l l e g e  S e c t i o n  " C r i t i -
c a l  E x a m i n a t i o n  o f  V a l u e s  a n d  I d e a s "  s u g g e s t s .  S o  w h a t ,  t h e n ,  i s  t h e  o r g a n i z i n g  p r i n -
c i p l e  o f  G r o u p  D  t h a t  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  i t  f r o m  G r o u p s  A ,  B ,  a n d  C  i n  t h e  C o l l e g e  S e c t i o n ,  
a n d  f r o m  t h e  v a r i o u s  g r o u p s  i n  t h e  t h r e e  o t h e r  m a i n  c a t e g o r i e s ?  
P h i l o s o p h y  
T h e r e  a r e  m o r e  a n o m a l i e s ,  b u t  I  h a v e  s a i d  e n o u g h  t o  s h o w  b o t h  t h e  l a r g e  a n d  
s m a l l  s c a l e  c o n f u s i o n  t h a t  p e r m e a t e s  t h e  G e n e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  r e q u i r e m e n t s .  S u c h  
c o n f u s i o n  i s  b o u n d  t o  h a v e  i t s  u n h a p p y  c o n s e q u e n c e s  f o r  v a r i o u s  f i e l d s  o f  l e a r n i n g .  
O n e  c o n s p i c u o u s  e x a m p l e  o f  t h i s  i s  p h i l o s o p h y .  \ ' V ' h e r e  i s  p h i l o s o p h y  i n  a l l  t h e s e  
g r o u p s  a n d  c a t e g o r i e s ?  T h e  a n s w e r  i s  o b v i o u s :  p h i l o s o p h y  h a s  b e e n  g i v e n  n o  
g r o u p  t h a t  r e c o g n i z e s  i t  a s  a  m a j o r  d i s c i p l i n e  i n  i t s  o w n  r i g h t .  I n  c o n t r a s t ,  h i s t o r y  
a n d  l i t e r a t u r e ,  i t s  f e l l o w  s u b j e c t s  i n  t h e  h u m a n i t i e s ,  e a c h  d e t e r m i n e  a  g r o u p  o f  
c o u r s e s ,  a s  d o e s  e v e r y  o t h e r  m a j o r  s u b j e c t  f r o m  t h e  p h y s i c a l  s c i e n c e s  t o  t h e  f i n e  a r t s .  
T h i s  f a c t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  p h i l o s o p h y  h a s  n o  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  s u f f i c i e n t l y  d i s t i n c t  a n d  i m -
p o r t a n t  t o  w a r r a n t  r e q u i r i n g  s t u d e n t s  t o  s t u d y  i t  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y ' s  G e n e r a l  E d u c a -
t i o n  P r o g r a m  ( a n d ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  r e q u i r i n g  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  t o  t e a c h  i t  i n  t h a t  p r o g r a m ) .  
W h e r e  t h e n  i s  p h i l o s o p h y  i n  t h e  p r o g r a m ?  H e r e  a n d  t h e r e - t h a t  i s  a l l  t h a t  c a n  b e  
s a i d .  T h e  P h i l o s o p h y  D e p a r t m e n t  r e m e m b e r s  w e l l  h o w  d i f f i c u l t  i t  w a s  t o  m a k e  a  
c a s e  t o  g e t  s o m e  o f  i t s  c o u r s e s  i n t o  t h e  g r o u p s  a t  a l l .  I n  o r d e r  t o  g e t  " I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  
P h i l o s o p h y "  i n c l u d e d ,  t h e  d e p a r t m e n t  h a d  t o  a r g u e  t h a t  p h i l o s o p h y  i s  a n  " e x p l o r a -
t i o n  o f  l i t e r a t u r e , "  w h i c h  o f  c o u r s e  i t  i s n ' t .  I n  o r d e r  t o  g e t  " L o g i c "  i n ,  t h e  d e p a r t m e n t  
h a d  t o  a r g u e  t h a t  l o g i c  i s  t h e  s t u d y  o f  m a t h e m a t i c a l  r e a s o n i n g ,  w h i c h  i s  o n l y  h a l f  
t r u e ,  s i n c e  l o g i c  a n a l y z e s  t h e  m a t h e m a t i c a l  f o r m a l i t i e s  o f  r e a s o n i n g  o n l y  i n  o r d e r  t o  
u n d e r s t a n d  a n d  e v a l u a t e  a r g u m e n t s ,  w h i c h  h a v e  c o n t e n t  ( y e s ,  " v a l u e s  a n d  i d e a s " ! )  
a n d  a r e  e x p r e s s e d  i n  l a n g u a g e .  S o  l o g i c  r e q u i r e s  e q u a l l y  a  s t u d y  o f  l a n g u a g e ,  i n  a  
c r u c i a l  w a y  t h a t  n o n e  o f  t h e  o t h e r  c o u r s e s  i n  G r o u p  A  i n  t h e  C o l l e g e  S e c t i o n  d o e s ;  i t  
i s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  o n e  o f  t h e  h u m a n i t i e s ,  n o t  t o  b e  l i n e d  u p  w i t h  m a t h e m a t i c s ) .  A g a i n ,  
" A e s t h e t i c s "  g o t  i n t o  A r t s  a n d  H u m a n  t i e s  G r o u p  A  b e c a u s e  i t  h a s  s o m e t h i n g  t o  d o  
w i t h  a r t ,  n o t  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  i t s e l f  a n  " i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  a r t "  o r  t o  o n e  o f  t h e  a r t s ,  w h i c h  i t  
i s n ' t .  T h e s e  t h r e e  p h i l o s o p h y  c o u r s e s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  m a d e  i t  i n t o  t h e i r  p r e s e n t  g r o u p s  
n o t  o n  t h e i r  r e a l  m e r i t s ,  b u t  o n l y  b e c a u s e  o f  s o p h i s t i c  a r g u m e n t s  t h e  d e p a r t m e n t  
( w h i c h  t e a c h e s  i t s  l o g i c  s t u d e n t s  t o  a v o i d  s u c h  a r g u m e n t s )  h a d  t o  m a k e  o n  t h e i r  b e -
h a l f .  
\ \ ! h e r e  t h e  d e p a r t m e n t  n e e d e d  n o  s u c h  a r g u m e n t s ,  b u t  w h e r e  t h e r e  w a s  a n  o b -
v i o u s  c a s e  f o r  i t s  h i s t o r y  o f  p h i l o s o p h y  c o u r s e s  t o  b e  i n c l u d e d  i n  t h e  C o l l e g e  S e c t i o n ,  
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History (Group C), the department was turned down. To this day there has been no 
satisfactory explanation given for including three courses in the history of science in 
this group but none in the history of philosophy. 
The only philosophy course that found a home with ease-in Group D of the Col-
lege Section-is "Ethics." No surprise. The surprise came when "Ethics in the Profes-
sions," submitted for the same group, was rejected. Only after continued argument 
(and assistance from the professional schools) was "Ethics in the Professions" finally 
accepted, two years after the program was originally adopted. 
So, philosophy is in the General Education Program, but all carved up, as if it has 
no coherent subject matter or disciplinary integrity of its own. It managed to get 
into the General Education requirements here and there, by fair arguments or 
(mostly) foul, and then only as a conspicuously minor partner in every group to 
which it was admitted. Rather than itself dominating one group (in the way every 
other group except Groups Band D in the College Section is dominated by a recog-
nizable area of learning) and having courses from other areas knock on its door, 
philosophy is the outsider, the oddity, that had to stand at all kinds of other doors 
and beg. The net result is easy to see: a student can meet the General Education re-
quirements, and therefore graduate, without having taken a single course in 
philosophy. 
Does that result reveal what Grand Valley currently thinks of philosophy? If so, the 
corollary, which I hinted at earlier, is not far behind; if students don't really need it, 
the university ought not to have to hire teachers to teach it. I don't believe, however, 
that this is what the university really thinks. It is certainly not what its founding ad-
ministration and original faculty thought. And that is because philosophy has a sub-
ject matter of its own, distinct from that of every other field of learning. Philosophy 
pursues the nature of ultimate reality (metaphysics); the nature, kinds, and limits of 
human knowledge (epistemology); the nature and basis of good and evil, right and 
wrong (ethics); the principles and techniques of correct classification, definition, and 
reasoning (logic); and the nature and function of art in human society, as well as of 
aesthetic experience in the lives of individual human beings (aesthetics). While 
other disciplines naturally have occasion to raise questions on these matters, and 
perhaps sometimes to examine the answers seriously, most of the time these dis-
ciplines must, quite understandably, pursue their own subject matter. This means 
that they must make relatively unexplored, perhaps even uncritical assumptions 
about all these matters. Philosophy is the only discipline that pursues them directly, 
critically, and persistently and whose teachers have been trained to do just that and 
only that. 
\Vhy, then, has philosophy fallen into the cracks? Not because what it studies is 
unimportant. What could be more important than every day to examine (with the 
help of Socrates and all the philosophers he has inspired for the last 2400 years) the 
question: what brings virtue and happiness to human life and society? Or to ex-
amine whether Carl Sagan is really right when he dogmatically announces that "the 
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c a m i n e  ( w i t h  t h e  
; t  2 4 0 0  y e a r s )  t h e  
) c i e t y ?  O r  t o  e x -
1 0 u n c e s  t h a t  " t h e  
c o s m o s  i s  a l l  t h e r e  i s " ?  T h e s e  a r e  q u e s t i o n s  o f  g r e a t  i m p o r t a n c e ,  o n  w h i c h  e v e r y  
h u m a n  b e i n g ,  i t  s e e m s  t o  m e ,  r e a l l y  w a n t s  t h e  l i g h t  o f  r e a s o n  t o  s h i n e .  I f  p h i l o s o p h y  
i s  d e v o t e d  1 0 0 %  t o  t h a t  g o a l ,  i t  c a n  o n l y  h a v e  b e e n  s o m e  m o m e n t a r y  i n a d v e r t e n c e  
t h a t  h a s  b r o u g h t  a b o u t  i t s  s o r r y  p l a c e  i n  o u r  G e n e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  P r o g r a m .  B u t  s o r r y  i t  
i s ,  a s  I  h o p e  I  h a v e  s h o w n .  A n d  t h a t  i s  t h e  s e c o n d  r e a s o n  w h y  I  t h i n k  w e  s h o u l d  
b e g i n  d i s c u s s i n g  i m p r o v e m e n t s  t h a t  c o u l d  b e  m a d e  i n  t h e  p r o g r a m .  
W h a t  t o  d o ?  
T o  h e l p  g e t  t h a t  d i s c u s s i o n  g o i n g ,  l e t  m e  o f f e r  w h a t  s e e m s  t o  b e  t h e  s i m p l e s t  w a y  
o f  r e m e d y i n g  t h e  m o s t  o b v i o u s  d e f e c t s  I  h a v e  p o i n t e d  o u t .  T w o  s t e p s  a r e  e a s y  t o  
t a k e .  F i r s t ,  m o v e  t h e  M a t h e m a t i c s  G r o u p  a n d  t h e  H i s t o r y  G r o u p  b a c k  t o  t h e i r  h o m e s  
i n  t h e  N a t u r a l  S c i e n c e s  a n d  t h e  A r t s  a n d  H u m a n i t i e s .  S e c o n d ,  p r o v i d e  p h i l o s o p h y  a  
h o m e  i n  t h e  A r t s  a n d  H u m a n i t i e s  w h e r e  i t  b e l o n g s ,  t o  w h i c h  i t  c a n  g a t h e r  i t s  s c a t -
t e r e d  c h i l d r e n  i n  a  g r o u p  o f  i t s  o w n .  
A  t h i r d  s t e p ,  j u s t  a s  i m p o r t a n t  a s  t h e  f i r s t  t w o ,  i s  n e a r l y  a s  e a s y .  I t  r e q u i r e s  r e t a i n i n g  
a  s e p a r a t e  m a j o r  c a t e g o r y  f o r  t w o  r e m a i n i n g  g r o u p s  t h a t ,  i n  m y  j u d g m e n t ,  o u g h t  t o  
b e  k e p t :  m u l t i c u l t u r a l  a n d  i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  c o u r s e s .  B u t  n e i t h e r  o n e  o f  t h e s e  g r o u p s  
r e p r e s e n t s  a  r e c o g n i z a b l e  f i e l d  o f  l e a r n i n g  w i t h i n  t h e  o t h e r  t h r e e  c a t e g o r i e s .  F o r  t h e  
c o u r s e s  n o w  i n c l u d e d  i n  t h e  M u l t i c u l t u r a l  G r o u p  a r e  d r a w n  f r o m  b o t h  A r t s  a n d  
H u m a n i t i e s  a n d  S o c i a l  S c i e n c e s .  A n d  c o m p o s i t e  c o u r s e s ,  s u c h  a s  " \ V ' a r  i n  t h e  N u c l e a r  
A g e , "  b y  d e f i n i t i o n  d o  n o t  f i t  i n t o  a n y  o f  t h e  g r o u p s  u n d e r  t h e  o t h e r  t h r e e  c a t e g o r i e s .  
Y e t  I  b e l i e v e  w e  o u g h t  t o  k e e p  t h e m ,  e n c o u r a g e  f a c u l t y  f r o m  d i f f e r e n t  d e p a r t m e n t s  
t o  c r e a t e  t h e m  a n d  t e a m  t e a c h  i n  t h e m ,  a n d  r e q u i r e  s t u d e n t s  t o  t a k e  a t  l e a s t  o n e  s u c h  
c o u r s e  a s  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n .  F o r  t h e n  s t u d e n t s  c a n  l e a r n  f i r s t h a n d  f r o m  
s c h o l a r s  w h o  m a k e  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  e f f o r t  t o  r e l a t e  t h e i r  o w n  s p e c i a l i z e d  d i s c i p l i n e s  t o  
o t h e r  d i s c i p l i n e s  i n  a  w a y  t h a t  a d d r e s s e s  h u m a n  c o n c e r n s  i n  a  b r o a d e r  w a y  t h a n  c a n  
b e  d o n e  b y  a n y  o n e  o f  t h e  d i s c i p l i n e s  a l o n e .  I n d e e d ,  I  s u s p e c t  t h a t  t h e  n e e d  f o r  s u c h  
c o u r s e s  a s  a  r e m e d y  f o r  t h e  s p e c i a l i z a t i o n  a n d  d i s c o n n e c t e d n e s s  t h a t  t e n d  t o  c h a r a c -
t e r i z e  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  t y p e  o f  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  p r o g r a m  w a s  p r e c i s e l y  o n e  o f  t h e  
r e a s o n s  w h y  t h e  d e v e l o p e r s  o f  t h e  c u r r e n t  G e n e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  P r o g r a m  c r e a t e d  t h e  
" C o l l e g e  S e c t i o n "  i n  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e .  S o  I  p r o p o s e  k e e p i n g  t h i s  i m p o r t a n t  i d e a  a s  a  r e -
q u i r e m e n t  a n d  m a k i n g  i t  m o r e  e x p l i c i t  b y  n a m i n g  a  g r o u p  o f  c o u r s e s :  " I n t e r d i s c i p l i -
n a r y  S t u d i e s . "  
B u t  i n t o  w h a t  l a r g e r  c a t e g o r y ,  t h e n ,  d o  w e  p l a c e  t h e s e  t w o  s p e c i a l  g r o u p s ,  M u l t i c u l -
t u r a l  S t u d i e s  a n d  I n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  S t u d i e s ?  I  w o u l d  n o t  w a n t  t o  c a l l  i t  " T h e  C o l l e g e  
S e c t i o n , "  f o r  r e a s o n s  I  h a v e  a l r e a d y  m e n t i o n e d .  W h y  n o t  c a l l  i t  t h e  c a t e g o r y  o f  " I n -
t e g r a t i v e  S t u d i e s " ?  A l t h o u g h  s t r i c t l y  s p e a k i n g ,  t h i s  t e r m  i s  n o t  c o o r d i n a t e  w i t h  t h e  
o t h e r  t h r e e  c a t e g o r i e s ,  i t  w o u l d  c l e a r l y  i d e n t i f y  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  t h i s  f o u r t h  c a t e g o r y .  
I t s  p u r p o s e  w o u l d  b e  t o  d o  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  c a n ' t  b e  d o n e  w e l l  b y  c o u r s e s  i n  t h e  o t h e r  
t h r e e ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  c a t e g o r i e s ,  v i z . ,  a d d r e s s  s i g n i f i c a n t  i n t e g r a t i v e  a s p e c t s  o f  h u m a n  l i f e  
a n d  l e a r n i n g .  C o u r s e s  i n  M u l t i c u l t u r a l  S t u d i e s  w o u l d  f o s t e r  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  a n d  
G r a n d  ' v a l l e y  R e r i e w  ·  5 9  
appreciation of our cultural diversity; courses in Interdisciplinary Studies would 
foster an understanding of other areas of broadly human concern which are not 
adequately understood by the knowledge of one academic discipline alone. 
Redefining and relabelling the College Section in this way would go far to head off 
the confusion and misunderstanding it now invites. 
Taking these steps would have two consequences. One consequence would be 
the elimination of Group D, Critical Examination of Values and Major Ideas. But that 
would only be to eliminate an ill-defined, catch-all group which currently suggests, 
quite mistakenly, that it contains the only courses in the General Education Program 
that critically examine values and major ideas. The second consequence would be 
the addition of one group to the total number of requirements in the program. That 
is a quite different matter, of course, and should be decided solely on its 
merits-which really means on the individual merits of each of the groups in the en-
tire program. 
If the future repeats the past, the time will come when the General Education 
Program will again be the center of our attention. The better prepared we are for 
that time, the better the revised program will be. So let me repeat my earlier invita-
tion to my colleagues to join a new discussion of Grand Valley's General Education 
Program. There are probably some informal discussions going on already; it would 
be good to hear what is being said. Especially, of course, I would like to learn what 
others think of the issues I have raised. 
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